The glory of God is to conceal a word Prov 25:2
A number of biblical scholars have done a great deal to advance our appreciation of the literary sophistication of biblical texts. Biblical commentaries and a host of other publications now regularly draw our attention to a multitude of clever literary devices, tropes, and fĳigures of speech. The recognition of such devices has allowed scholars to speak about Israelite literary skill on par with the artistry of Homer, Shakespeare, and other great works of literature. What makes the devices especially fascinating is that many of them are not unique to the Hebrew Bible, but appear also in texts from elsewhere in the ancient Near East, such as Mesopotamia, Egypt, and Ugarit. Not only are some metaphors and similes shared, but even compositional © 2014 Koninklijke Brill NV ISBN 978-90-04-25819-8 devices such as parallelism, chiasm, repetition, and ring structure appear to have transcended cultural and geographic boundaries.1 This tells us that these devices were learned techniques; wide-spread oral and textual conventions that were passed on within scribal communities. They enjoyed centuries of consistent use and they were employed with a purpose. But what exactly were these devices meant to achieve? I should like to answer this question, in part, by examining Israelite literary craft in the light of comparative evidence from Mesopotamia, Egypt, and Ugarit. I divide my essay into three parts.
In the fĳirst, I shall argue that we obtain insight into ancient Israelite literary craft by recognizing the cosmological underpinnings that inform the production of literary texts throughout the Near East. Foremost among them is an ontological understanding of words and script as potentially powerful. This conception, I maintain, permits us to understand the Bible's literary devices not merely as embellishments of style and rhetoric, but as performative devices of perceived power.
In the second, I shall argue that the social context for the production of literary texts in the Near East is one closely associated with learned ritual professionals, such as diviners and priests, whose preoccupation with divine power and cosmic order further complicates our notion of literariness.
In the third and fĳinal portion, I shall build upon my previous observations and consider as a case study the literary device known as "word play." Drawing upon comparative evidence, I shall argue that the Israelite literati viewed word play as a powerful technology capable of manipulating reality.
Ontological Conception of Words
I begin with the cosmological underpinnings. It is well known that the literati of the ancient Near East regarded words, whether written or spoken, to be inherently, and at least potentially powerful. Since spoken and written words were understood as capable of wielding divine power, the elite group of literate scribes naturally guarded this power carefully and considered it a secret that was not for the uninitiated. Indeed, in their own words, writing was nothing less than the "secret of scribes and gods."4 It is probably for this reason that we lack native terms for the many textual devices they employed. At the upper end of the scribal elite were the scholars, who referred to themselves as integral links in a chain of transmission originating from the gods. Some scribal masters are even said to have transmitted knowledge directly from the mouth of their patron god Ea, the god of wisdom, magic, music, and the crafts.5 Moreover, in so far as writing was perceived as a technology of power, it also served to establish the cosmic order. Several cuneiform texts underscore this by referring to the art of writing as "the (cosmic) bond of everything" (markas kullat). 6 The use of writing for keeping the cosmic order is perhaps best embodied in the Mesopotamian conception of divine ledgers or "Tablets of Life" on which gods were believed to inscribe the destinies of individuals.7 The preoccupation with performative power and maintaining cosmic order explains the format and organization of the hundreds of divinatory compendia and lexical lists that the scribal elites produced. According to Mogens Trolle Larson, these texts represent an efffort to "present a systematic and ordered picture of the world."8 Joan Goodnick Westenholz similarly registered the cosmological import of such texts, as she noted, "On the intellectual level, knowing the organization of the world made it possible to afffect the universe by magical means."9 A similar preoccupation with divine efffĳicacy and cosmic control undergirds the Egyptian conception of text. As David O'Connor points out, art and writing were [. . .] ritually and magically empowered to literally transform contexts (temples, tombs, palaces and others) into cosmically charged settings that reflect the belief that the activities carried out in them were efffective beyond the human realm.10
Moreover, as in Mesopotamia, the Egyptian priests believed that speech and writing could manipulate the universe, and thus, establish cosmic order. As David Frankfurter states: 6 [. . .] Egyptian letters were the chief technology of a hierocratic scribal elite who preserved and enacted rituals-and by extension the cosmic order itself-through the written word.11
The Egyptians also referred to the hieroglyphic script as mdw ntr, literally "the words of the gods," and the scribal art was to them an occupation without equal. The ibis-headed god Thoth, who is credited with the invention of writing, is said to be "excellent of magic" (mnḥ ḥk¡) and "Lord of hieroglyphs" (nb mdw ntr). He sometimes is depicted writing the hieroglyphic feather sign representing maat (m¡ʿt), a word that stands for the cosmic force of equilibrium by which kings keep their thrones and justice prevails.12 The link between writing and maat underscores how integral the scribal elites perceived their art for maintaining the cosmic order.
An illuminating demonstration of the power that written words possessed can be seen in the Ptolemaic Tale of Setne Khamwas, in which a revived mummy describes how written spells were made efffective even for the illiterate.
I read another formula for writing [. . .] though I cannot write. I was speaking with regard to my elder brother Na-nefer-ka-ptah, who is a good scribe and a very wise man. He caused that a new sheet of papyrus be brought before him. He wrote down every word that was on the papyrus, completely. He burned it with fĳire; he dissolved it with water. He recognized that it had dissolved; he drank it and he knew that which was in it.
Setne I col. 4/1-413
A belief in the power of words is well attested also in the literary texts found at the Canaanite seaport of Ugarit. A textbook example appears in the Epic of Baal, in which we fĳind the dually-named craftsman god Kotharwa-Hasis ritually empowering the weapons he created so that storm-god Baal might defeat Yamm, the god of the Sea. Of specifĳic import is that he empowers his weapons by naming them. The two weapons' functions are embodied in the meanings of their names, Driver and Expeller, and Kothar activates them by transforming their names into verbal commands. As Seth Sanders has described it, "The direct discourse of Kothar is not performative by virtue of social conventions but on a higher level: as sheer self-enacting divine language, Kothar's speech is performative by cosmic law."14 Kothar's ability to empower items through speech is directly connected to his role as a god of magic, music, and technology.15 Elsewhere in the Ugaritic corpus, Kothar-wa-Hasis demonstrates his expertise in metallurgy and architecture. He also is described as a divine mantic.
Kothar is your magician kṯr ḥbrk And Hasis your diviner wḫss dʿtk KTU 1.6 vi 49-50
Kothar's use of language as a vehicle of performative force is again representative of a wide-spread understanding of words. Since the land of Israel served throughout its history as a conduit for cultural influences from Canaan and the dominant Mesopotamian and Egyptian powers around them, we should expect to fĳind a similar conception in Israelite texts. According to Isaac Rabinowitz, this is precisely the case, as he remarks:
[in ancient Israel] words were not merely presumed to have the properties of material objects, but might be thought of as foci or concentrations of dynamic power. They were plainly regarded as not only movable but mobile, not only susceptible to being acted upon, but capable of acting upon other The conceptual link between a word and a physical object is reflected most clearly in the Hebrew word dābār, ‫,דבר‬ which means "word" and also "thing, object."17 The understanding that spoken words also could embody power is represented best by YHWH's creation of the universe in the fĳirst chapter of Genesis in which the narrator tells us: "And God said, 'Let there be light'" (Gen 1:3).
Like the Mesopotamians and Egyptians, the Israelites also attributed a cosmologically powerful role to writing. One could cite many proof texts, such as the role that divine writing plays in issuing the Ten Commandments (Exod 31:18), or YHWH's heavenly text in which he keeps the names of the sinless (Exod 32:32-33), or the priestly curses that must be written on a scroll, dissolved in water, and imbibed by a wife to test her for unfaithfulness (Num 5:23-24), or of course, the many prophecies that YHWH orders his prophets to put into writing (e.g., Jer 36:18, 36:27-28).
Perhaps one of the best demonstrations appears in Numbers 11 in which we hear how YHWH gave a portion of Moses' spirit to seventy leading Israelites so they could help bear the people's burdens. In this story, the names of the seventy men are written on a list at the Tent of Meeting, outside the camp. As the text tells us:
Now two men stayed behind in the camp, one named Eldad, the second Medad; but as they were among those written (on the list), the spirit rested upon them even though they had not gone out to the Tent; so they were prophetically possessed within the camp. Thereupon a lad ran and told Moses, and said, "Eldad and Medad are prophesying within the camp" (Num 11:26-27).
This text illustrates that the written names of the seventy men alone suffĳiced to bring on the spirit of prophesy. The expectation was that prophesying would occur close to the Tent of Meeting and not within the camp.18
Such references could be multiplied, but these should sufffĳice to demonstrate that speaking and writing in the ancient Near East could be perceived as acts of cosmological power. This conception of words would appear to be a necessary starting point for understanding the perceived 16 nature of language, writing, and text in the Hebrew Bible. Nevertheless, it is seldom integrated into studies of scribal culture or text production, and even more rarely into studies on literary craft. Moreover, it is no accident that the illocutionary power of words was closely afffĳiliated with gods of technology. You will recall, that in Mesopotamia it was associated with Ea, in Egypt, with Thoth, and at Ugarit, with Kothar-wa-Hasis-each wielding skill in magic and crafts. The connection to these gods offfers additional evidence that the ancients conceived of literary craft as a technology that could influence reality. I contend that such a context must also inform our understanding of its devices.
Social Context for the Production of Literary Texts
The social context for the production of literary texts throughout the ancient Near East also was closely associated with performative ritual and mantic praxis. In Mesopotamia, the central role that mantic professionals played in the production and dissemination of literary texts should call into question how we understand Mesopotamian "litera ture" and its devices. At least from about 1500 bce and onwards, a master scholar, whether serving as an author in the modern sense or merely as a redactor, would have been responsible for transmitting a wide variety of texts including the full gamut of divinatory lore, including omens, medical texts, incantations, prayers, and a variety of myths. He would have been perceived as having transmitted oral and textual traditions directly from the divine. Therefore, to understand the function of literary devices in Mesopotamia we must foreground this context. Perhaps no Mesopotamian text best demonstrates the overlap between the worlds of mantic practice and literary production as the famous Epic of Gilgamesh. Of particular interest is that the epic was redacted and expanded by a kalû-priest named Sîn-lēqi-uninnī.19 Our knowledge of this person is unfortunately scant. Nevertheless, we know by his profession that he represented the pinnacle of Mesopotamian intellectual and eso- teric thought, encompassing mastery in astronomy, astrology, mathematics, mythical his tory, magic, divination, and ritual. The kalû-priests were the true polymaths of ancient Mesopotamia. They were a highly interdisciplinary lot whose many areas of expertise were subsumed under the label of "wisdom." As I have written elsewhere, when read through the lens of the kalû-priestly profession, the Epic of Gilgamesh betrays signs of that craft's erudition and ideology.20 Given this background, it is difffĳicult to think of the epic as literature qua literature and devoid of performative detail and function.
Indeed, Assyriologists have long observed a close relationship between Mesopotamian ritual and mythological re-enactments, as well as the use of mytho logical references in ritual and divinatory texts. More recently, they have begun to question the degree to which Mesopo tamian literary and mythological traditions acquired a performative function.21 Since mantic interests played a central role in the creation, trans mission, and redaction of literary traditions, it is plausible to think that when the scribal masters transmitted their mythological lore, the recitation of its contents constituted a demonstration, if not activation, of its performative power.
We derive added insight into the performative dimension of ancient literary texts by turning to the work of historians of religion, who have begun to ask similar questions about the performative power of narra tion. A representative example is Frankfurter's study of Egyptian historiolae. A historiola is a brief tale built into a magical text that provides a mythic precedence in order to make a charm magically efffective. Frankfurter explains how this works in his defĳinition of "nar rating power." Though Frankfurter's texts functioned in diffferent social and cultural matrices, much of his defĳinition is applicable to the Mesopotamian mythological corpus. Consider again, for example, the Babylonian creation story Enuma Elish, whose tablets narrate the creation of the cosmos and provide a hierarchy of beings. This narration too contains a citation of events and acts performed in cosmogonic time, and thus, we might understand it as acti vating its performative power by establishing precedence and paradigm. Perhaps, we should think of it as becoming dynamically real within the ritual context of reciting it.
In Egypt, the social context for the production of literary texts also was located in ritual, for advanced literacy was exclusively the provenance of the priesthood. There is little doubt that the recitation of Egyptian texts that we today classify as "literary" bore cosmological import. Obvious examples, such as the Pyramid and Cofffĳin Texts, and the Book of the Dead, aimed to secure for the deceased a safe place in the afterlife. When reciting these texts, Egyptian priests believed they were not merely describing the journey, they were making it happen; they were participating in cosmogonic time.
The same may be said of many other texts that one now fĳinds in anthologies of Egyptian literature. For example, the story of the Tale of Two Brothers has been understood as a complex cosmic allegory whose characters personify deities.23 The Tale of the Shipwrecked Sailor is widely regarded as a hallmark of Egyptian literature. Nevertheless, John Baines has argued that we read it as a didactic piece that spoke directly to the esoteric ideology of the solar cult.24 Even its circular compositional form, he suggests, embodies and enacts the cyclical nature of the cosmos. The autobiographical fĳiction known as the Tale of Sinuhe is similarly considered one of the fĳin-est pieces of Egyptian literature. Yet, it too has been understood as an allegory with a cosmic dimension. The journey undertaken by its main character, from Egypt to Canaan and back, is reminiscent in theme and language of cultic texts that ritualize death and entrance to the afterlife.25 Indeed, there are few Egyptian literary texts that have not been mined for their cultic and cosmological meanings, because the social context for text production in Egypt was the priesthood. At Ugarit, the evidence for the production and dissemination of literary texts also adheres to this pattern. The literary texts discovered there, such as the epics of Baal, Aqhat, Keret, and the Rephaim were all located in the private house of the high priest, between the Baal and Dagan temples.26 In fact, a colophon appended to the end of the Baal epic tells us that the text was written by a scribe who is described as follows: [The] The colophon leaves little doubt that, just as in Mesopotamia, diviners with priestly functions played central roles in the creation and transmission of literary texts.27 Indeed, as Olof Pedersén has shown, from roughly 1500-300 bce the great majority of Mesopotamian and Ugaritic texts that we might today label as literary, such as prayers, laments, myths, wisdom texts, and epics, and those we might label scholarly, such as lexical and grammatical lists, astrological reports, omens, and medical texts-were found in temple libraries or private archives owned by priests and diviners. Unfortunately, much less is known about the social and cultural background for the production of literary texts in ancient Israel. While positing a role for mantics in the creation of the Bible's prophetic texts seems clear, we are on less sure footing positing such a background for the production of narrative and other non-prophetic texts. Nevertheless, since biblical texts contain the same devices found in other Near Eastern literary texts, and since they evince a conception of speech and writing on par with Mesopotamian, Egyptian, and Canaanite dogma, it is plausible to think that the priesthood played some role in the production of non-prophetic literary texts, even if such a role was state-sponsored.29
This conclusion adds further support to Karel Van der Toorn's view that we should see the temple in Jerusalem as the locus of the scribal elite whose primary period of collection, copying, and transmission occurred roughly between the years 500 and 200 bce. As he concludes:
The afffĳiliation of the scribal school [. . .] to the temple is especially important in view of the role of the school as a center of text production. In the ancient Near East, the men who taught others to read texts were also the men who wrote texts themselves. All over the Near East, schools were not merely centers of text transmission but also of text composition. While the temple scribes in Israel were responsible for teaching the scribal craft, they were also the ones who created the bulk of the biblical literature.30
Thus far, I have argued that in order to understand ancient Israelite literary craft we must recognize the importance of two factors usually not integrated into the study of biblical literature. The fĳirst is a conception of words and texts as powerful technologies capable of manipulating reality. The second is a well-evidenced social context that places literary production in the hands of mantics, diviners, and/or priests, who viewed themselves as receivers, transmitters, and vehicles of the divine word.
The Problem with "Literary" Devices: The Case of "Word Play"
With these factors in mind, I should like to look anew at one of the Hebrew Bible's literary devices. Specifĳically, I shall focus on the device commonly referred to as "punning" or "word play," of which there are essentially two basic types: polysemy and paronomasia.31 "Polysemy" refers to devices that involve multiple meanings in a single context, whereas "paronomasia" refers to devices involving sound that function across word divisions and involve a dissimilarity in meaning.
Word play has long been observed in biblical texts. The early rabbis referred to it as ‫שׂוֹן‬ ‫לָ‬ ‫ל‬ ‫ﬠַ‬ ‫ל‬ ‫נוֹפֵ‬ ‫שׁוֹן‬ ‫לָ‬ lāšōn nōpēl ʿal lāšōn, "language falling upon language" (Gen. Rab. 18:6, 31:8). Though the topic still lacks comprehensive study, it is fair to say that scholarship on the topic, with few exceptions, has understood the device as one of style and rhetorical flare. In his now classic study authored in 1893, Immanuel Casanowicz characterized paronomasia as follows:32
Paronomasia in the Old Testament is, like all other embellishments of speech, an element of higher style, that is, of the poetical and prophetical diction. In the historical books, except in the poetical passages embodied in them and the plays on the etymology of proper names, cases in which it occurs are few and far between. It is everywhere merely a casual, not an organic, element of diction. Hebrew poetical style hardly difffers from the rhetorical; both have in common all the peculiarities which distinguish them from the lower style.33
Though scholars of more recent vintage typically avoid imposing a higher or lower value on biblical word play, the perception of its function as a device of style and rhetoric remains the dominant view.
Compare this with Raymond Faulker's discussion of the device in Egyptian texts. Under a rubric entitled "The Magical Power of Word Play," Faulkner states:
Since words were a major category of images for the Egyptians, manipulating the sounds or the signs of a word was thought to afffect the object it represented. The goal of such word play, or paronomasia, was far more than the creation of incantations with mysterious sounds. [. . .] Word play was an important method of linking the earthly realm with the world of the gods. Here the bovine hieroglyphic sign (i.e., ⁄) is read as jḥ "bull." Nevertheless, it forms a lexical association with the word sm¡ meaning "killed," because the latter word also can mean "wild bull," and even takes as its determinative the bovine glyph (i.e., ⁄ or ¡).
See similarly the Egyptian Cofffĳin Texts in which the Egyptian Lord of All proclaims: ™w rmṯ m rmwt ™rt=™ "I made humankind from tears" (Spell 1130, § 465a). Here the word for "humankind" (rmṯ) resounds in the word for "tears" (rmwt). The paronomasia forges a creative link, and thus binds the essences of the divine substance of creation and the created mortals, while it also classifĳies the place of humankind within the cosmos. 37 The understanding of word play among scholars of Mesopotamia is very similar, as Sheldon Greaves' comment illustrates: [. . .] word play was thought to play an active role in magic by taking ad vantage of the linkage that was thought to exist between the word for an object and the object itself. In practical terms this means that if the ma gician can use a verb or an object in the incantation that puns with the object or condition he or she is trying to alter, the association creates a link to that object that will achieve the desired result. 38 Two Babylonian omens illustrate this well. The fĳirst is a dream omen.39
If a man dreams that he is traveling to Idran (id-ra-an); (it means) he will free himself from a crime (Á-ra-an).
K. 2582 rev ii, x + 21
Here the cuneiform sign id also can hold the value Á, which permits the diviner to read the toponym Idran as the word aran, meaning 'crime.' The second omen derives from the practice of extispicy, the reading of abnormal features on the liver of an animal.40
When (the) lobe is like the grapheme (named) kaškaš, (then) (the storm god) Adad will inundate (with rain).
Here the name of the cuneiform sign kaškaš suggests to the diviner the word kaškaššu, meaning "all powerful," which is an epithet used of the storm god Adad.
These omen texts illustrate that the use of word play did not mark elevated style, but rather served to make sense of the divine sign.41 Since words were loci of divine power, an ambiguous omen put into words naturally represented a potentially unbridled form of power. Punning interpretations limit that power by restricting the parameters of an omen's interpretation. The omen cannot now mean anything, but only one thing. Therefore, the employment of word play con stitutes an act of power. Moreover, diviners manipulated not just words, but behavior and belief. By deploying the performative puns, they determined an individual's fate. At some level, therefore, we must see the function of the punning technology as a form of social and cosmic control.
Moreover, it is important to realize that acts of divination also constitute acts of divine judgment. Not only do diviners use the word purussû "legal decision" or "verdict" to refer to an omen's prediction, but as Francesca Rochberg has shown, divinatory texts share in common with legal codes the formula if x, then y.42 There fore, as I have concluded elsewhere: analogy that estab lish prece dent. Insofar as they underscore the tie between the sign and its prediction, they illustrate the principle and process of lex talionis "the law of ret ribution." Thus, the punning not only afffĳirms theological and legal princi ples, it embodies them; and it is more performative than literary, since words index power and since the acoustic impact is only the result of a pun's function.43
Since the literati who composed the omen compendia also created the literary texts, their word plays in the latter corpus function similarly as indices of transformative power and vehicles of divine judgment.
To illustrate further, I turn to the Epic of Gilgamesh, in which we hear the god Ea instructing Utnapishtim, the Babylonian Noah, what to tell the people when they see him building an ark. Since we later learn that this message came in the form of a dream, the god's message constitutes an omen. According to the text, Ea instructs him to say: For the erudite, there is a hidden message here. The words "cakes" (kukkū) and "wheat" (kibātu) can be read as "darkness" (kukkû) and "heaviness" (kibittu).44 Moreover, the verb zanānu, can mean "provide with food" or "rain down," and the word nuḫšu, "abundance," can refer to "agricultural yield" or "flood waters."45 Thus, in one statement the god of magic and craft conceals his real intentions and relies on Utnapishtim's wisdom to decode the signs of Ea's divine missive.46
As the aforecited examples demonstrate, throughout the ancient Near East word play was not understood as a feature of literary style and rhetorical flare. Such a view is not in keeping with the ontological conception of words and text as vehicles of power or with the social context for the production of literary texts. Indeed, it is more appropriate to think of word play as a technology of power and a vehicle for enacting divine judgment.
I submit that a close examination of word play in the Hebrew Bible suggests that the Israelites employed the device to similar ends. Two biblical texts will illustrate my point, though I could cite many more.47 I fĳirst turn to the tower of Babel (Gen 11:1-9).
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In this essay, I have argued that in order to understand ancient Israelite literary craft we must recognize the importance of two factors. The fĳirst is a conception of words and texts as powerful technologies capable of manipulating reality and activating divine judgment. The second is a social context that places literary production in the hands of mantics, diviners, and/or priests.
Though I have used cases of punning to illustrate how textual devices operated beyond the realm of literary and rhetorical flourish, the evidence I have raised naturally calls into question the presumed "literary" functions of other devices often categorized as elements of style. For example, is it possible that similes and metaphors served as performative technologies in order to connect the essence of one thing to another, as they do in ancient Near Eastern incantations? Is it possible to understand repetition as more than just an emphatic feature of persuasion? Might repetition have served, as it does in ancient magic texts, as a formulaic means of legitimating and strengthening the power of the utterance? And what about so-called compositional devices such as chiasm, parallelism, and ring structure? Were they too perceived as having more than a prosodic or organizational purpose? Since they often appear in poems that were intoned and accompanied by music, could they have functioned not merely to express the numinous, but like music itself, to invoke it? While a preoccupation with performative power might not inform every textual device typically deemed literary, I do think we have good reason to contemplate it.
